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of major mental disorders (Parloff et al., 1978; Berger et al., in press). The Institute also convened a conference to explore issues in the provision of care for mental disorders in general health care systems, where the majority of people needing mental health care interact with health professionals (Parron and Solomon, 1980). More recently, as part of the study Research on Stress in Health and Disease, a group evaluated evidence that life events and other psychological and social influences are risk factors of mental and physical disorders (Elliott and Eisdorfer, 1982). This chapter presents some highlights of these projects.
Basic Concepts of Brain Function
In vertebrates, including human beings, the brain and spinal cord form a continous structure, the central nervous system (CNS) (Kandel and Schwartz, 1981). The peripheral nervous system connects the central nervous system with other organs in the body, conveying information to the brain through sensory nerves and from the brain through motor nerves. The brain also monitors the blood for information in the form of chemicals that are released elsewhere in the body, and it sends out chemical signals that influence the activity of specific organs such as the heart, adrenals, and thyroid (National Academy of Sciences, 1979).
As many as 100 billion nerve cells make up the human brain. Each cell interconnects with many other neurons, receiving and sending information that can facilitate or inhibit cell action. For most neurons, specific compounds transmit information between cells and regulate such transmissions. Until recently, scientists thought that only a small number of chemicals were involved in neuronal regulation. However, in the past few years, many investigators have added to the list of such compounds (Barchas et al., 1978). Rapid developments in this area have necessitated reevaluations of ways in which chemicals could regulate neuronal activity. A number of nomenclatures have been proposed (Dismukes, 1979), one of which is shown in Table 9.1. The term neuroregulators emphasizes that the compounds all have in common the ability to regulate communication among nerve cells. These are subdivided into two broad categories: neurotransmitters actually convey discrete messages between two nerve cells, and neuro-modulators modify the effectiveness of such neurotransmission.
Neurotransmission
Neurons characteristically have a central cell body containing the nucleus and much of the enzymes and other biochemical machinery needed tobloom, A. L, Heller, D., Weber, F. T., Gonzalez, R., Grgic, A. Regional services for children and youth with diabetes. Pediatrics 60:' 498, 1977.
